Hepatitis with isolated serum antibody to hepatitis B core antigen. A variant of non-A, non-B hepatitis?
Antibody to hepatitis B core antigen (anti-HBc) has previously been recognized to be a sensitive marker of hepatitis B virus (HBV) infection. In addition, anti-HBc has recently been suggested to be a surrogate marker for non-A, non-B hepatitis agents in donated blood. The authors studied prospectively the HBV antigen and antibody status in four patients with chronic hepatitis and persistent presence of isolated anti-HBc in their sera. The serologic and histopathologic findings of these four patients were compared with those of three groups of patients having chronic hepatitis with or without HBV markers. A low concentration of serum HBV DNA was detected in only one of the four patients with hepatitis with isolated anti-HBc and in another patient with previous HBV infection. HBV antigens and HBV DNA were not detected in the sera and liver biopsies from the remaining patients with hepatitis with isolated anti-HBc and other patients with hepatitis with or without serologic markers of previous hepatitis A or HBV infection. In contrast, all patients with chronic HBV-associated hepatitis had detectable HBV DNA, hepatitis B surface antigen (HBsAg), and hepatitis B e antigen (HBeAg) in their sera and/or liver biopsies. These findings suggest that chronic hepatitis associated with isolated anti-HBc is a heterogenous pathologic entity. The condition of some of these patients may represent a variant of non-A, non-B hepatitis, whereas the remaining patients are chronic hepatitis B carriers with low serum concentrations of HBV.